Any introduction to a critical edition is likely to incur the criticism of at least some scholars; the value of the contribution always
lies primarily in the fresh availability of the music, which can speak
eloquently for itself. The editions of the Monuments of Tuscan Music will surely be useful to many students, scholars, and performers:
it provides valuable evidence of stylistic practice, sources of performance repertory, and demonstrations of the rich musical traditions
of the Tuscan region of Italy.

to support the contention that Maria Carolina intervened with the
management of the Teatro San Carlo in the selection of subject
matter for dramatic productions. It must be considered that the
production of an oratorio with a secular political message during
Lent would expose Maria Carolina as presuming not only to deﬂect
proper attention away from her husband’s position within his own
kingdom, but also from worship of God, a political miscalculation
of enormous magnitude. As queen consort (not regent, and not
queen regnant), the success of Maria Carolina’s political inﬂuence
in the kingdom of Naples depended solely on her husband’s trust
in her. Whatever inﬂuence she possessed derived from his pleasure
and could be withdrawn at any time (in the early nineteenth century, it was). The Neapolitan royal couple in the late 1780s formed
a true political and personal partnership that worked to the advantage of both the king and the queen. The public acknowledgment
of a consort’s usurpation of authority could only have served to
undermine this partnership and divide public opinion.
The choice of subject matter for the libretto for Debora e Sisara
can easily be related to trends in operatic culture of the day. Typically, oratorios followed fashions current in Italian serious opera.
Oratorio librettists usually found suitable material from the Old
Testament, which was full of stories that approximated the plots
favored in serious opera concerning ruling families and their personal struggles. In the 1770s and 1780s, there was a trend to revive certain themes that had been in disfavor during the period of
Metastasio’s dominance. Metastasio tended to purge violence and
unconventional sex roles from his librettos, but by the 1780s, warrior females such as Deborah were fashionable again, and so was
the exploration of violence such as is found in Sernicola’s libretto
for Debora e Sisara (see Daniel E. Freeman, ‘La guerriera amante:
Representations of Amazons and Warrior Queens in Venetian Baroque Opera,’ The Musical Quarterly 80 [1996], 431–60). It is diﬃcult to see how the audiences at the San Carlo would automatically
identify Deborah with Queen Maria Carolina, since the latter was
neither a ruler nor a warrior female. In order to make this point,
the editors would have had to document the use of stories about
female rulers in Naples far in excess of what was seen in other
Italian cities. There is no evidence that Maria Carolina tried to dictate the selection of dramatic librettos, no evidence that audiences
would have identiﬁed her with Deborah, and no reason to believe
that she viewed the public humiliation of her husband as an eﬀective tool to enhance her political position.
The introductory essay for Guglielmi’s Debora e Sisara also exhibits a weakness in style analysis that detracts from a true understanding of the interest of the work. An example is the misinterpretation of the ﬁnale of Part 1 of the score as a ternary structure
‘roughly equivalent to sonata form.’ The editors failed to recognize
that the ﬁnale to Part 1 of the oratorio is actually a clever adaptation of the ‘buﬀo ﬁnale’ of comic opera style transferred to the genre
of oratorio. Sonata form events are not present in any way. The
basis of the ﬁnale is a confrontation between two opposing camps
of characters (one headed by Debora, the other by Sisara), just as
it would be in comic opera, including the stereotypical invectives
hurled back and forth. The ﬁnal section, in a quickened tempo, is
related erroneously by the editors to the coda of sonata form. It is
actually the ﬁnal expression of intense anger between the two opposing groups of characters, which Lorenzo Da Ponte refers to as
‘strepitosissimo’ in the description of the buﬀo ﬁnale that appears in
his Extract from the Life of Lorenzo Da Ponte of 1819.
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La Musique du Diable (1711)
An obscure specimen of fantastic literature throws light on the
elusive opera diva Marie-Louise Desmatins (ﬂ. 1682–1708)
Ilias Chrissochoidis
Music’s inroads into Hell go back as far as Orpheus. His piercing of the veil that keeps our world apart from its unknown other
has earned him popularity throughout the ages. So it is that the
resurrection of ancient drama ca. 1600 was placed in his magical
hands. In opera after 1700, however, practitioners of Orphean drama were often regarded as agents of the underworld: their descents
into Hades appeared more like repatriation than reenactments of
Orpheus’ Mission Impossible. Thus can we account for the following statement:
De mettre une fameuse Actrice de l’Opera de Paris, [...] Libertine connuë, dans les Enfers; quel tort lui peut-on faire!
[what harm can be done by placing a famous actress of the
Parisian opera [...] known debauchee, in hell!]
The passage concerns Marie-Louise Desmatins, an historically
elusive star of the Académie Royale de Musique, and appears in the
obscure novel La Musique du Diable from 1711. Very little is known
about Desmatins, apart from the basic documentation of her career (1682–1708; her short entry in The New Grove Dictionary of
Opera lacks a bibliography). The novel itself (LA | MUSIQUE |
DU | DIABLE | OU | Le Mercure Galant devalisé. | [the zodiac] | A PARIS, | Chez Robert le Turc, ruë d’Enfer. | M. DCC.
XI.) survives in only a few copies and is practically unknown in
the musicological literature (although it is available as part of the
microform series Eighteenth Century French Fiction). It merits attention not only for its references to Desmatins and Jean-Baptiste
Lully, but also for the unusual light that it casts on French operatic
culture at the dawn of le siècle des Lumières.
La Musique du Diable is a narrative of episodic structure, featuring sundry historical ﬁgures and their interactions with the
underworld. Desmatins is the ﬁrst such character, which suggests
proximity between her death and the novel’s writing, or at least the
strong impact of her loss on Parisian society:
La mort de la belle Desmatins [...] chagrina entierement
toute cette célébre Academie de Musique, Francine [its director] en pensa mourir de douleur, [ Jean] D’un, [Gabriel
Vincent] Thevenart, & * * * * * s’en arracherent quelques
cheveux, de desespoir; Grouin Garde du Tresor Roial, qui
l’avoit si tendrement aimée durant plusieurs années, fut touché si vivement de la perte de cette belle ﬁlle, qu’il protesta
devant un assemblée nombreuse, qu’il eut sacriﬁé tout son
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Mixing our bodily fat into other people’s food may not be the
highest mark of friendship. Alas, Desmatins had little time to savor her prank:

bien & sa grosse fortune, pour racheter la vie à cette chere
Amante, si ses Pistoles & sa Monnoie eussent étez de recette
dans l’autre monde. (1–2)
[The death of the beautiful Desmatins [...] grieved entirely
this famous Academy of Music, Francine thinking of dying
of sorrow; D’un, Thevenart, & * * * * * pulling out their hair in
desperation; the Royal treasurer Grouin, who had loved her
so tenderly for many years, was so deeply touched by the loss
of this beautiful girl, that he protested before a numerous
assembly, he would have sacriﬁced all his goods and his great
wealth to buy back the life of this dear lover, had his pistols
and money had any currency in the other world.]

dans le moment qu’elle commençoit à se promener dans
sa chambre, que les Couturieres & les Tailleurs travailloient jour & nuit à lui faire des corps, & des nouveaux habits
conformes à la beauté, & à la delicatesse de sa nouvelle taille,
la mort impitoiablement nous l’envoia dans ces lieux, où elle
jouït à present d’un bonheur, auquel elle ne s’attendoit pas, &
qu’elle n’avoit pas lieu d’esperer. (246–47)
[at the moment she would begin to walk in her chamber,
and dressmakers and tailors would work day and night to
make models and new garments appropriate for the beauty
& delicacy of her new body, death ruthlessly sent her to these
grounds, where she presently enjoys a happiness, which she
had not experienced and had not hoped for.]

Later in the book, we learn from Pluto himself that she died ‘à
la ﬂeur de son âge, & dans un tems où elle plaisoit plus que jamais à
toute la terre’ (243) [at the bloom of her age and at a time when she
would have pleased more than ever in the entire world]. Given her
debut in 1682, this would make her around forty years old. Jérôme
de La Gorce dates her birth to 1670 (La Gorce [ed.], Louis Ladvocat, Lettres sur l’Opéra à l’abbé Dubos suivies de [‘]Description de la
Vie et Moeurs, de l’Exercice et l’État des Filles de l’Opéra[’] [Paris: Cicero, 1993], 13). How exactly did she perish? Readers outside Los
Angeles may not believe what follows, but who dares to counter
Pluto’s word? Trying to cope with her weight problem, Desmatins
had her excess fat removed by operation by a local butcher:

What kind of creature was Desmatins? Hardly sympathetic, if
we believe the charges she faces at the gates of Hell. She is accused
of prostituting herself for ﬁnancial gain, spoiling marriages, leading respectable merchants to bankruptcy, transmitting venereal
disease to politicians, having acid thrown on a woman’s face, contemplating the assassination of the director of the Academy, and
the poisoning of two prelates and many fellow actresses (Moreau,
Renaut, Deschares, Florence, Rochois, and Lemaire). In addition,
she is charged with megalomania to the point of wearing her theatre costumes at home, and behaving like a princess; of neglecting
confession for twenty-two years; and having abortions no less than
four times (26–31). Unmoved by the gravity of accusations, Desmatins concedes that some are true, but protests ‘je n’ai rien fait,
que tout ce qu’une Fille de l’Opera passablement jolie comme moi,
ai deû faire’ (31) [I have done nothing that an opera girl as tolerably pretty as I should not have done]. Nay, she becomes bolder,
claiming that responsibility for her actions should be placed on
the devil who had possessed her: ‘interoges le, & le punissez, car
pour moy, je suis la douceur même, & la plus innocente créature
qu’il y ait eu sur terre’ (32) [interogate and punish him, because as
far as I am concerned, I am sweetness itself & and the most innocent creature that has existed on earth]. Condemned to be thrown
into the Tartar, Desmatins is saved by a decree from Pluto himself.
Calling her ‘nôtre bien-aimée la Desmatins,’ [our beloved Desmatins] the King aﬃrms ‘toute sa conduite n’a été reglée que par nos
ordres, & que tant qu’elle a resté sur la terre, ce n’a été que pour
la gloire & la propagation de notre Empire’ (34) [all her behavior
was regulated only by our orders, & so long as she stayed on earth,
it was only for the glory and spread of our empire]; he orders her
immediate transfer to his palace. There, Pluto receives her with the
highest honors. The moral is hard to miss: the ‘hell-of-a-life’ that
Desmatins had enjoyed as an opera diva earned her a ‘glorious’ life
in Hell.
Bibliographic records describe La Musique du Diable as the
‘Supposed adventures of Mlle. Desmâtins, of the Opéra, in the Inferno.’ Actually, only a small percentage of the novel’s three hundred and eighty-one pages focus on Desmatins and other musicians. Of these last, Jean-Baptiste Lully receives the most attention.
No reason is given for his presence in Hell (he had been dead
for some twenty years), but his song lures Desmatins to cross the
gates (‘voici [...] Lulli qui chante [...] est-il ici? [...] est-il possible
que je retrouve ici mon cher ami Lulli, ha! que je suis hereuse,’ 13,

elle se ﬁt tirer huit à dix livres de graisse, ce qui fut fait fort
dextrement par un des plus habils Chirurgiens de Paris; mais
le malheur voulut pour elle que six semaines après elle mourut de cette belle équipée, & voilà ce qui nous la conduit ici.
(245)
[she had eight to ten pounds of fat removed, performed most
dexterously by one of the best surgeons of Paris; but misfortune decreed that six weeks later she would die of this
beautiful ﬁgure, & has directed her to us here.]
If this passage is true, Desmatins qualiﬁes as the earliest martyr of
liposuction in operatic history. But there is more, and things now
turn macabre (parental discretion advised):
peu de jours après avoir été degraissée, croiant être hors de
danger, elle voulut un peu se divertir aux depens de ses meilleurs amis, elle ﬁt faire de bons Cervelas, des Boudins, des
Saucisses, & des Andouilles, dans lesquels, elle y dit mêler
de sa graisse, & aiant emploié un chaircutier à cette belle
commission, elle en ﬁt present à tous ceux à qui la fantaisie
lui prit d’en envoier, elle n’épargna pas même son cher Garde
du Trésor Roial, non plus que ses plus ﬁdels Amans, en un
mot tous ceux qui en mangerent, demeurerent d’accord tous
d’une voix que de leurs vies, il ne leur étoit tombé de si frians
morceaux. (245–46)
[a few days after she had her fat removed, thinking she was
out of danger, she wanted to divert herself at the expense of
her best friends; she had prepared ﬁne saveloys, puddings,
sausages, and andouilles wherein she said to mix her fat, &
having employed a butcher for this noble commission, presented them to anyone that her fancy picked, not sparing
even her dear Royal treasurer nor her most devoted lovers,
in one word to anyone who upon eating them would unanimously agree that they had never come across pieces so tasty
in their lives.]
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14–15) [here is [...] Lulli sings [...] is he here? [...] is it possible
Graduate Student Representative Report:
that I ﬁnd here my dear Lulli, ah! how happy I am]. In a subseA Student’s Perspective on Opera in New York City
quent episode, Pluto describes how Lully, himself waiting at the
Karen Hiles
same place as Desmatins, taught Cerberus to sing in three parts
(295–305). The most memorable scene, however, puts Lully at the
One of the unique advantages of being a graduate student in
center of a sadistic concert (curiously anticipating Monty Python’s musicology in New York City is having direct access to the wealth
‘Musical Mice’). Pluto commands Lully to entertain his company, of opera that the city has to oﬀer. The Metropolitan Opera (www.
Desmatins included, with ‘un petit air diabolique’ performed by metopera.org) and New York City Opera (www.nycopera.com)
‘tous des plus fameux Maîtres à chanter de la Musique du Roy’ [all both present fairly ﬂexible student ticket programs, and with Peter
the most famous singing masters of the King’s Music] now trans- Gelb’s arrival at the Met this past season, the two houses have
formed into sea lions. Lully asks for a quarter of an hour to adjust nearly outdone each other in their attempts to attract younger auhis music for the ensemble, but is embarrassed to ﬁnd that they diences and to make opera a stronger presence in the city.
cannot sing. To solve the problem, Pluto orders him to tune their
Yet New York’s opera life is not conﬁned to the performances
voices by pulling on strings attached to their ears by ﬁshhooks themselves. An extensive network of opera blogs has sprung up
(53–58). This episode alone seems to justify the novel’s title and is over the past few years. These online communities, provocative and
depicted in the engraving opposite the title page.
entertaining in their own right, might also serve as models for the
How seriously can we take La Musique du Diable? Fictional ac- kinds of communities that Emily Green called for in her ﬁnal colcounts, especially those dealing with the underworld, have lim- umn for this Newsletter (Issue 10). She noted the scarcity of opited factual weight. However, given the paucity of documentary portunities for students to meet each other, discuss their work, and
evidence on Desmatins, we should not be too hasty in dismiss- commiserate about graduate school—pointing out that although
ing the novel. While no one expects her infernal adventures to conferences present possibilities for this kind of peer engagement,
be true, the details of her earthly life are suﬃcient to intrigue the a mode of contact that is at once more frequent, more casual, and
historian. Actually, the author himself describes his method as ‘les which does not require any travel, would be ideal. The Internet
ﬁxions mêlées agréablement avec le vrai-semblance’ (Preface) [ﬁc- meets these conditions, and the New York opera blogs can provide
tions pleasantly mixed with likelihood]. The claim that Desmatins a model for such a forum.
was mistress of the Royal Treasurer Grouin (‘vous faisoit douze
The recent changes in marketing and programming for the two
mille livres de Rente, sans parler des présens perpetuels que vous main opera companies in New York are palpable: in recent seasons,
receviez de sa part tous les jours, dont il vous accabloit,’ 18 [you City Opera has extended its repertory both further back into the
would make twelve thousand livres, without speaking of the con- past and closer to the present. In addition to the eleven Handel
tinuous presents you would receive from him any day you would operas in their repertory, a centerpiece of the coming season will
meet him]) is too speciﬁc for the historian to ignore. Indeed, a be Purcell’s King Arthur in a new production by Mark Morris with
contemporary satire recovered by La Gorce describes opera stars as costumes by Isaac Mizrahi. (The two also teamed up for Rameau’s
prostitutes (‘Desmatins [le fait] pour de l’argent’, 93) [Desmatins Platée at City Opera in 2000.) City Opera’s programming of lesser[does it] for money].
known contemporary works will continue in the upcoming season
Even if Desmatins’ crimes are ﬁctional or wildly exaggerated, with Barber’s Vanessa and a new production of Richard Danielpour’s
there still remains a core fact, which the author acknowledges:
Margaret Garner (libretto by Toni Morrison) of 2005.
Next door at the Lincoln Center, the Met has completely retout ce qu’ils vont voir au sujet de cette fameuse Actrice si
vamped
its image by marketing its singers as Hollywood celebrities
connuë, n’est qu’une leçon qu’on donne à ceux, qui soit par
(see
especially
the advance photos advertising next season’s new
leur tempérament naturel, le penchant qu’ils ont pour les
productions)
and
by positioning itself as a vibrant part of city life.
femmes de Théatre, le peu de comparaison qu’ils font du vice
Met
advertisements
appear on city buses and in the subway, and
avec la vertu, & les enchainemens malheureux dans lesquels
last
season’s
opening
night performance was simulcast in Times
le commerce avec ces sortes de créatures les entraînent, les
Square.
éscartent furieusement du chemin du Ciel. (Preface)
However, developments at the Met are not restricted to public[all that they are going to see about this so well-known, faity.
Seven new productions will take to the stage next season—the
mous actress is only a lesson we give to those who by their
most
since 1966–67 when the Met ﬁrst arrived at the Lincoln Cennatural constitution, the inclination they have towards womter.
These
new productions likewise broaden the Met’s repertory,
en of the stage, the little comparison they make between vice
bringing
cutting-edge
designers and long-neglected composers
and virtue & the unhappy chains that their conduct with
into
the
fold,
and
extending
the repertory following City Opera’s
this kind of creatures leads them, stray furiously from the
lead.
Recent
new
productions
of eighteenth-century works include
divine path.]
Handel’s Rodelinda (in a production by Stephan Wandsworth);
This, then, is a cautionary tale against the perils of attachment Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice (the 1762 Vienna version, in a production
to theatre: Marie-Louise Desmatins, the recently deceased priest- by Mark Morris); and Mozart’s Die Zauberﬂöte (in Julie Taymor’s
ess of French opera, became an ideal target for moral and social production). These sit beside a new commission: Tan Dun’s The
criticism against the institution and its culture. In oblique yet dis- First Emperor. The upcoming season at the Met will include muchcernible ways, La Musique du Diable exposes the degeneration of anticipated new productions of Britten’s Peter Grimes (directed by
the Orphean project that we call music drama, and aligns itself to Tony award winner John Doyle) and Gluck’s Iphigénie en Tauride
contemporary criticism of opera in France and England (Boileau- (in a new production by Wandsworth that will mark the ﬁrst perDespréaux, Dennis, Steele, and Addison).
formance of this opera at the Met since 1917).
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